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Abstract

In Kenya today, music at all levels includes both Kenyan music and Western music. The
inclusion of Western music in the Kenyan curriculum began when Britain made Kenya a colony.
Due to certain circumstances after Kenya became independent, Western music continued to be
taught in the schools. This research addresses the question “is the inclusion of Western music in
the curriculum today a conscious choice or a remaining impact of British colonization?”
To gain insight into this question, a variety of Kenyans from different backgrounds were
interviewed. Their answers helped reveal the desires of the people today and whether the effort
to teach two distinct music styles is effective.
The interviews uncovered three prominent thoughts about the inclusion of Western
music in the Kenyan curriculum and its perceived effect on the culture. Western music culture is
ingrained in the Kenyan curriculum. However, this does not appear to be negatively affecting the
Kenyan culture as the Kenyans have drawn a distinction between music (culture) and music
lessons (classroom instruction time) and have been able to glean aspects from Western music
culture such as notation and recording technology to help preserve Kenyan music. Finally, the
new music curriculum being written in Kenya – at the time of this writing implemented through
grade four – is appropriately emphasizing Kenyan music. Those interviewed expressed
excitement for their cultural future with this new curriculum.
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Chapter One: Introduction
If we are to preserve culture we must continue to create it
--Johan Huizinga1
For approximately thirty years I have worked with children and music, watching children
learn songs I learned as a child. It was not until I began my courses in ethnomusicology that it
occurred I had been teaching them my culture, continuing to pass along the songs and traditions
that had been bestowed upon me as a child.
My first years of marriage were spent in Hawaii, and during that time I learned what had
almost happened to the beautiful culture there upon the arrival of the Western explorers and
missionaries. The locals were not allowed to continue their traditions in favor of the “Christian”
Western culture. If certain Hawaiians had not defied this order and continued to practice their
traditions in secret, today’s world would not be enriched by their customs. I feared the same may
be happening or may have happened to cultures in Kenya.
To preserve a culture, it must be taught to the children for them to be able to continue
creating its traditions. Since the time of British occupation, the children in Kenya have spent
their days in schools modeled after the Europeans, meaning they were no longer with their
parents throughout the day, learning the songs and customs of their people as they do their daily
work. These children were taught during their time in school that their music culture was
heathen, and they needed to follow Western culture and Christianity.

1

“Johan Huizinga Quotes,” AllGreatQuotes, n.d., accessed June 26, 2020,
https://www.allgreatquotes.com/authors/johan-huizinga/.
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Statement of the Problem
My interest in Kenyan music education was a result of a discussion a few years ago.
Missionaries from a small rural village in Kenya, supported by my church, were visiting. One of
them discussed with me her dreams for the school she and her husband started, which was
currently preschool through second grade but eventually would extend through the sixth grade or
higher. One of her desires was to have a quality music education curriculum implemented at the
school. As I began to research this possibility, I learned the current curriculum in the country of
Kenya included the teaching of both Kenyan music and Western music. When I considered
helping these missionaries, respecting the local culture was of utmost importance, and given my
background in music education, my first instinct was that teaching two musics could not work.
Over time this opinion began to change.
As I studied ethnomusicology, a number of my opinions were replaced with questions. I
wondered how music education in Kenya got to this point and if teaching two different music
cultures was effective. If it was effective, should I also be teaching multiple musics to my
students in the United States? Foreign language educators convey that younger children pick up
other languages more easily than adults. Might music work the same? Another possibility exists:
is Western music included in Kenyan curriculum simply because of an erroneous thought that
had been forced on Kenyans years ago?
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Research Questions
I wanted to have thorough knowledge of the current Kenyan music curriculum and its
perceived effect on the Kenyan culture. This knowledge would help me understand if the current
bi-musicality in Kenyan education was by choice or an irrevocable impact of British colonization
on the Kenyan culture. Many examples can be found in the history of the world of one group of
people forcing their culture on another, but this does not show love and respect for others. Kenya
is one of those examples. For more than twenty years and especially the last few, I have become
more aware of the importance of a culture determining its own future and how each of these
cultures should be respected and treasured.
The overall question whether bi-musicality in Kenyan education was by choice or an
irrevocable impact of British colonization on the Kenyan culture was answered by three research
questions. First, what was the history of music education in Kenya. The answer to this question
would provide an understanding of how the Kenyan music culture was originally imparted to the
next generation and the states of development that brought the Kenyans to the current state of
teaching two distinct musics in the schools. The second and third research questions were how
effective do Kenyans believe their music education curriculum to be in transmitting their culture
to the next generation and what do Kenyans believe the current trends in music education might
mean for the future of their culture. What Kenyans wanted for their culture and not what I or any
other non-Kenyans believed is important to know.
Learning the answers to these questions would help both myself and others in different
ways. The answers would directly affect how I help the mission school set up a music program.
They would also affect how I teach my own students: if teaching multiple musics does not
negatively affect a child’s culture, I could encourage love and acceptance of others in my music
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classes through the materials I use. Other music teachers both in Western societies and nonWestern societies could do the same. Non-Western societies may also benefit from another voice
promoting their music cultures as equals.
Definition of Terms
While looking at these questions, the term bi-musicality was used. This term refers to
being fluent in more than one musical genre. More than forty separate cultures exist within the
boundaries of Kenya, each with their own musical style. Each of these styles are both similar and
different from the others. Since they all exist within the same country, for the purpose of this
paper, they were included as one music. Western music, that which did not develop within
Kenya but was brought in, is the second half of the bi-musical term.
One other term that could have multiple definitions was music education. In this study
the term is used to refer to time set aside in the school day to study music. Music that the
children engage in during their outside play time or while studying other subject matter was not
included. Kenyans’ cultures are quite musical, and the goal of this study was to understand what
affect the structured music classes in school might have on these cultures.
Need for the Study
The original goal for this study was to create a music curriculum for a specific missionary
school. The desire was to be respectful of the local culture and include musical goals the
missionaries and their teachers desired for the program. After preliminary research revealed the
existence of a national music curriculum, the study evolved into understanding why, in a nonWestern country, Western music was included in the curriculum.
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This study includes three phases: research on the history of music education in Kenya,
interviews to find current thoughts on this topic, and an analysis of the interviews. Knowing the
history explains how music education in Kenya developed into today’s system. Interviewing
Kenyans who helped create the current music curriculum, the teachers who are to implement this
curriculum, and students who have been through the system gave a glimpse into the present
situation. Once the interviews were completed, analyzing them for similarities and differences
between groups completed the picture of what difference, if any, might be between the desired
cultural transmission to the next generation and the reality of what is now being transmitted.
These three phases completed a picture of the impact colonization had on the culture in
Kenya and clarified if teaching two distinct musics – bi-musicality – in education was still
desired in the country or if it is the irrevocable impact of colonization. This study, from the point
of view of a music educator of Western music, gives support to musicians in Kenya to help
convince them that their music cultures are equal to Western music culture, and as such should
be treasured. This study also gives support to cultures like those in Kenya who are dealing with
the remnants of foreign government occupation. In addition, this study gives Western musicians
a viable way to learn other cultures. Using the Kenyan model, bi-musical education can
potentially be used to promote harmony and understanding between different groups of people.
Limitations of the Study
Several limitations existed for this study. A small number of Kenyans from different
areas of the country were interviewed. To understand the beliefs and opinions of the indigenous
majority, a larger sample would need to be interviewed or at least polled. A second limitation
was caused by the current health situation in the world. Because of Covid-19, travel to Kenya
was impossible; therefore, the interviews needed to be completed online instead of in person.
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With current video technology, this did not have a significant negative impact on the results of
the study. In addition, fully understanding the effectiveness of teaching two different music
cultures would require a broader and deeper study of music education in Kenya.
Personal limitations also had impact on this research. My lack of extensive knowledge of
the current Kenyan music curriculum was a drawback as was my minimal contact with native
Kenyans. Although efforts were made to curb my Western bias towards ideas such as the
importance of reading music and teaching for pure learning and enjoyment versus teaching
towards a test, I am sure that mindset still had an effect.
Assumptions
Certain assumptions were made regarding this study concerning the interviews that were
conducted. I assumed those being interviewed would understand and be cooperative and honest
when answering my questions. Secondly, I assumed that online interviews would yield the same
results as in-person interviews. A third assumption was that their opinions would continue to
follow along the same lines as the literature that was currently available. I also assumed that they
would not see me as the expert but the student, wanting to learn about the current situation of
music education in their country and they would willingly share their knowledge.
Assumptions regarding cultures were also made. Kenyans were assumed to have the
desire to continue their current culture with the understanding that all cultures grow and change
over time. The significant value of every culture in the world was assumed as was the purpose of
school music classes: to teach the music of the country’s culture with some expansion into other
cultures during the secondary years. Finally, it was an assumption or possibly more of a hope
that the Kenyans would value their own culture and desire its continued presence in the world.
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Chapter Two: Literature Review
The music curriculum in Kenya includes a significant amount of Western music. To fully
grasp the inclusion of Western music in Kenya’s music curriculum, an understanding of Kenya’s
history of music education is necessary.
Pre-Colonial Period
Prior to the arrival of the missionaries and colonists in the area known today as Kenya,
music was learned orally and informally. Children spent their days at home with their parents,
learning the songs of their culture as they worked and played.
This general music education aimed at integrating the individuals into their culture,
thereby making them active participants in the musical components of communal
activities. The teachers were parents and peers who had undergone similar training. The
method of learning and teaching involved observation and imitation, thus learning
through experience.2
These cultures had an oral tradition: they did not write their music down as the Europeans were
doing. “Poor documentation of songs has limited the use of this music…barring cross-cultural
sharing and presenting a real threat to the maintenance of an important cultural repertoire.” 3
Though these people were not notating their music, they were passing it on to their children and
preserving their culture. Music education was happening.

2

Emily Achieng’ Akuno, “The Use of Indigenous Kenyan Children’s Songs for the Development of a
Primary School Music Curriculum for Kenya” (PhD diss., Kingston University, 1997), 36,
http://eprints.kingston.ac.uk/20233/.
3

Elizabeth Andang’o and John Mugo, “Early Childhood Music Education in Kenya: Between Broad National
Policies and Local Realities,” Arts Education Policy Review 109 (November/December 2007): 44,
http://search.proquest.com/ education/docview/211008885/abstract/3175A9F764E34EFBPQ/1.
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Colonial Period
The Colonial Period, lasting roughly from the end of the 1800s to Kenya’s independence
in 1963, saw major changes that would impact the music cultures in Kenya. One significant
change was the establishment of Kenya as one country. A second change with an even bigger
influence on the music culture was the establishment of European style schools.
The establishment of Kenya was done without regard for those currently occupying the
land. Numerous groups of people, each with their own unique customs and music, were living in
the area now known as Kenya when the European missionaries and explorers first arrived. 4
Though these African cultures were distinct from each other, “The various European nations
partitioned amongst themselves the African continent into countries that were largely based on
the language of the colonizing power…” 5 In addition, the British relocation of certain groups to
unfamiliar areas caused them to change their lifestyles.6 Uniting the more than forty cultures
currently in Kenya7 continued to be a challenge.
Impacting these cultures even more was the establishment of European style schools. In
his dissertation, David Ogega Nyaberi states, “The arrival of the first Christian missionaries
marked the beginning of formal education in Kenya and the subsequent conflicts between
African traditional beliefs and Christianity.”8 Prior to the arrival of the missionaries and

4

Andang’o and Mugo, 44.

5

David Ogega Nyaberi, “An Arts-Based Educational Framework for Fostering Intercultural Unity in Kenya”
(PhD diss., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2009), 2, http://search.proquest.com/education/docview/
304895149/abstract/A053CF076DE74472PQ/1.
6

Ibid., 26.
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Kaskon W. Mindoti and Hellen Agak, “Political Influence on Music Performance in Kenya between 19632002,” Bulletin of the Council for Research in Music Education, no. 161/162 (July 2004): 160,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40319249.
8

Nyaberi, 1.
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colonists, children gained their education at home where they learned their unique culture from
their parents and community. Pulling these children from their current learning environment and
placing them in a school building marked the beginning of the end to this traditional method of
education.
Willona Sloan, in an article for the Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development (ASCD), stated, “Although future employment is probably necessary for most
young people, K-12 education is more than just job training.” 9 She explained in her article how
school also teaches children about living their lives, their culture. The reason for changing the
educational system of those living in Kenya was understood by the educated as “not designed to
benefit the local people, but rather to equip Kenyan Africans with just enough basic skills to
become a source of cheap labor for the British colonizers.” 10 Emily Achieng’ Akuno presented a
similar thought in her dissertation: “The colonial and missionary schools which, despite
equipping Kenyans with literacy skills, did not promote their culture.” 11 The belief that the goal
of the schools during the colonial period was to help the British and not those indigenous to
Kenya pervades the writings on this topic. However, as stated by Sloan, the British were not
simply imparting the knowledge needed for the Kenyans to become cheap laborers, the British
were teaching the Kenyans a different way to live their lives.
Between the time Kenya became a colony of Britain and the beginning of the second
World War, education of locals in Kenya fell under the jurisdiction of the missionaries. 12
9
Willona Sloan, “What Is the Purpose of Education?” Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development, July 2012, accessed June 24, 2021, http://www.ascd.org/publications/newsletters/educationupdate/jul12/vol54/num07/What-Is-the-Purpose-of-Education%C2%A2.aspx.
10

Nyaberi, 131.

11

Akuno, 4.

12

Ibid., 38.
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Missionaries to this area of Africa had a different reason for establishing schools. “The main goal
of missionary education at this time was to spread Christianity.” 13 These missionaries were not
concerned with preserving the local cultures but did quite the opposite. Kenyans had to give up
their cultural practices because the missionaries believed they were contrary to Christianity. 14
When music first emerged in this new education system in 1921, it was patterned after
the schools in Europe.15 Western hymns and choirs were the norm because they were in line with
Christian values as opposed to the indigenous music which the missionaries believed was not.
The colonial government supported this form of music education not only because it reinforced
what they deemed as appropriate but also because they “feared the use of traditional music by
natives, because it might foster political solidarity against the colonial leadership.” 16
Little time passed before evidence of the children’s time spent at school could be seen.
Since these children spent most of their time at the mission schools, some even boarding at the
schools and returning home on weekends or holidays, they became used to Western music and
unfamiliar with their own cultural music and customs. 17 “Traditional music became, in their
eyes, inferior to Western music.”18 These students became the educated, the elite, and began to
look down on their own traditions. Thirteen years after Kenya’s independence from Britain “a

13

Nyaberi, 39.

14

Ibid., 1, 40.

15

Malcolm Floyd, “Music Makers: Cultural Perspectives in Textbook Development in Kenya,” British
Journal of Music Education 20, issue 3 (November 2003): 295, http://search.proquest.com/education/docview/
200903495/abstract/3175A9F764E34EFBPQ/3.
16

Mindoti and Agak, 156.

17

Akuno, 39.

18

Ibid.
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report of the National Committee on Educational Objectives and Policies said that as a result of
colonial education Kenyans had abandoned their traditions in favor of Western cultural
values.”19
The impact of colonization cannot be underestimated. As Graham Hyslop so wisely
stated, “Music has always held a very important place in African society. Each event of any
significance in the life of the individual, the family, or the community as a whole, has had its
own particular music.”20 The Africans’ music, intrinsic to their lives, had been irrevocably
altered with the substitution of Western music in the schools being taught to the next generation
of Kenyans. At the time a few did recognize this change. Hyslop, referring to the crafting of
instruments in a second article, stated, “In some cases it appears that there will be nobody to
carry on this tradition when the present exponent dies. This means that in a short time, some of
the traditional instruments of this country will have been lost without trace.” 21 Even earlier, in
1924, the Phelps-Stokes Commission published a report urging the adaptation of the education
system to fit the needs of the Kenyans.22 Though the need was recognized by some, necessary
steps had not been implemented. The impact of having been a British colony did not end with the
gaining of independence in 1963.

19

Patricia A. Opondo, “Cultural Policies in Kenya,” Arts Education Policy Review 101, issue 5 (May/June
2000): 18, http://search.proquest.com/education/docview/210996615/ abstract/3175A9F764E34EFBPQ/2.
20

Graham Hyslop, “Kenya’s Colony Music and Drama Officer,” African Music 2, issue 1 (1958): 37,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/30249472.
21

Graham Hyslop, “African Musical Instruments in Kenya,” African Music 2, issue 1 (1958): 31,
https://www.jstor.org/stable/30249471.
22

Nyaberi, 95.
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Post-Colonial Period
Despite the end to British rule in Kenya, its influence on the local culture was still
evident. The Western style of education had taken firm root in Kenya, continuing the problems
in transmitting their music culture to their children. These problems included training for the
teachers, the British focus on examinations, and according to some the few who were making the
educational policies for the many.
Preparing teachers with the appropriate skills needed to teach the music cultures of
Kenya has been a persistent problem. The British attempt to help train teachers in music meant
sending them to “the United Kingdom, following an obviously Western curriculum.” 23 When
these teachers returned, they taught what they knew. Kenyatta College, now Kenyatta University
[KU], was established in 1965 to train teachers, yet in 1972 prospective music teachers were still
heading to England or the United States for their education. 24 In 1975, P. N. Kavyu mentioned
that “the recently started Department of Music of Kenyatta University College is supposed to
train music teachers although the basis still remain [sic] European music.” 25 Akuno mentions that
in 1981 at KU forty-three music courses were required for those wishing to teach music in
schools with only nine covering African music and thirty-four related to Western music. 26
Further, the courses at KU that are “geared towards the use of African tunes in the class tend to
be approached from a Western harmony and counterpoint viewpoint.” 27 Kenyan music was

23

Akuno, 42.

24
Phyllis Klotman and Robert H. Klotman, “Impressions of Music Education in East Africa,” Music
Educators Journal 59, no 2 (October 1972): 106, https://www.jstor.org/stable/3394150.
25

P. N. Kavyu, “Problems of Continuity in Kenya Music Education,” Journal of Eastern African Research &
Development 5, issue 2 (1975): 187, https://www.jstor.org/stable/43663917.
26

Akuno, 43.

27

Ibid., 57.
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traditionally created for rites of passage and cultural events, concerned with expressing emotions
using mostly percussion instruments created from available materials. It cannot be accurately
explained by the Western music system which values form and precision beginning with
perfectly tuned instruments and fewer percussion, often performed simply for the enjoyment of
the music.
Complicating the task of the colleges and universities to train teachers in music was the
number of different cultures in Kenya. Though similarities existed in their music and traditions,
the large number alone made this task daunting. In the primary school, the regular classroom
teacher was tasked with the responsibility of teaching the creative arts, which included the many
cultures in Kenya along with Western music. These “teachers [were] left to formulate their own
strategies for teaching the arts, thus creating great disparities across Kenya.” 28 Music teachers
were found in 1998 to be unskilled on traditional instruments and in cultural dances, the reason
given being the belief that local music was of a lower standard so it was not worth investing of
the time.29 Almost ten years later, Nyaberi still found “evidence that classroom teachers were not
fully prepared to teach the subject [of Creative Arts].” 30 Teachers untrained in the variety of
music cultures to be found in Kenya cannot pass those cultures along to the next generation.
A second problem getting in the way of transmitting the music cultures to the children in
Kenya was the focus on examinations necessary for graduating. In the United States those
students who graduate high school must pass certain courses. The British education system

28

Nyaberi, 145.

29

Eric Akrofi, “Reflections on D.A. Masolo’s ‘Presencing the Past and Remembering the Present: Social
Features of Popular Music in Kenya,” Action, Criticism & Theory for Music Education 1, issue 1 (April 2002): 9,
http://ezproxy.liberty.edu/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ehh&AN=
35599490&site=ehost-live&scope=site
30

Nyaberi, 142.
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which was passed on to the Kenyans requires students pass examinations in different subject
areas to graduate from secondary school. Even a decade after Kenya had gained its
independence, those who were to take an exam in music could only pass if they had enough
knowledge of Western Music.31 Music continued to be an examinable subject until 2000, when
“the Ministry of Education made music to be neither a compulsory nor examinable subject in
primary schools, and an elective and examinable subject in secondary schools.” 32 Though
examinations were the preferred form of assessment in Kenya, problems existed both with
having music as an examinable subject and without.
When music was an examinable subject, problems existed due to the focus of the music
in schools. The original music cultures in Kenya were oral, and “to a society with an oral
tradition, all forms of literacy are alien.” 33 To make music an examinable subject in Kenya, it
had to be written. The focus in music classes became what knowledge would be needed for the
test, and it came “at the expense of music making…[where] pupils [were] not prepared to be
musicians, or to be in a position to enjoy musical experiences, but to select the correct answer to
a question from a list of four choices.”34 Grace W. Bunyi summarized the impact of this well: the
“teaching of subjects like music, and art and craft focused more on theory or content knowledge
which did little for development of appreciation of music or art.” 35 The indigenous music

31

Kavyu, 189-190.

32

Mellitus Wanyama, “Music Education: An Unexploited Goldmine in Kenya,” International Journal of
Community Music (2006): 1, https://www.academia.edu/26486539/
Music_Education_An_Unexploited_Goldmine_in_Kenya.
33

Akuno, 96.

34

Akuno., 65-66.

35

Grace W. Bunyi, “The Quest for Quality Education: The Case of Curriculum Innovations in Kenya,”
European Journal of Training and Development 37, issue 7 (2013): 688, http://dx.doi.org.ezproxy.liberty.edu/
10.1108/EJTD-01-2013-0008.
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cultures of Kenya originally pushed aside by missionaries and colonists continued on the
sidelines due to the focus on examinations.
In 2000 when music was removed as an examinable subject, other problems arose.
Because music was no longer an examinable subject, both students and their teachers no longer
took it seriously.36 Music was seldom included as a classroom subject so more time would be
available for the subjects that were examined. Teaching the students only what they need to
know to pass the test – referred to as teaching to the test in the United States – was believed by
most educators to be an ineffective way to teach. To illustrate this, Table 2.1 shows the results of
a survey of Florida teachers on their belief of the effectiveness of the Florida Comprehensive
Assessment Test (FCAT). In Kenya, the removal of music on the exams began a vicious cycle:
music teachers left the field due to the lack of interest causing a shortage of teachers for music,
and fewer students entered secondary schools interested in music (and a possible career in
music), though it was an examinable subject at that level. Including music at all levels of
examinations to ensure it is included in the curriculum or excluding it from exams with the
possibility it would not be included in the curriculum with the benefits and challenges of each is
a debate that may never be settled.

36

Wanyama, 5.
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Table 2.1. Percentage of Teachers Responses to FCAT Questionnaire

Source: Data from Brett D. Jones and Robert J. Egley, “Learning to Take Tests or Learning for
Understanding? Teachers’ Beliefs about Test-Based Accountability,” The Educational Forum 71 (Spring
2007): 237, accessed June 23, 2021, https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ763214.pdf.
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The Kenyan Institute for Education (KIE) stated in their 2006 Creative Arts Handbook
that even though the creative arts were not examinable, they should be taught, emphasizing the
child’s development of creativity. Yet even with this directive music and the creative arts, other
than on an informal basis, had not been getting time in the curriculum. A survey performed by
Emily Achieng’ Akuno in May/June of 2013 “established that there was music in the primary
schools although taught and used informally since it was not in the school examination
schedule.”37 In her 2017 paper on “The Future of Music Education in Kenya,” Joyce M. Mochere
collected information on the musical activities of Form Three (equivalent to United States’
eleventh grade) music teachers and students in Nairobi County. Table 2.2 shows the
overwhelming evidence that the focus is still on Western music. 38 A clear example comes from
comparing Listening to a variety of African music and Listening to Western Music. The African
listening stays in the rarely to never range while the Western listening is heaviest in the
frequently column with no responses in the never column. Perhaps these were the reasons why
the Permanent Presidential Music Commission (PPMC) in 1982 felt “music and other cultural
subjects in schools must be examinable in the same way as any other subject.” 39

37
Emily Achieng’ Akuno, “The Singing Teacher’s Role in Educating Children’s Abilities, Sensibilities and
Sensitivities,” British Journal of Music Education 32, issue 3, (November 2015): 304, http://search.proquest.com/
education/docview/1734621179/abstract/3175A9F764E34EFBPQ/5.
38

Joyce M. Mochere, “The Future of Music Education in Kenya: Implementation of Curriculum and
Instructional Teaching Strategies,” Journal of Education and Practice 8, no 6 (2017): 177, https://files.eric.ed.gov/
fulltext/EJ1133001.pdf.
39

Mindoti and Agak, 161.
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Table 2.2. Music Activities of Form Three Teachers and Students in Nairobi County

Source: Table from Mochere, 177.

A third deterrent to transmitting the indigenous music culture to children was believed by
some to be the few who were making the educational policies for the many. Gideon S. Were
spoke of the educated minority that were responsible for determining and implementing cultural
policy.40 Presumably these are the children who lived in the missionary-run boarding schools
and/or their descendants. Having been immersed in Western music, they were the ones who
“unconsciously grew to reject their own music and in its place, developed a taste for Western
music…The elite ended up thinking of their people’s musical practices as inferior and backward,
primitive and uneducated.”41 These elite believed their traditional music culture to be inferior to
the Europeans’.
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Along with these deterrents to promoting the indigenous cultures through music
education, some positive efforts had occurred. Commissions beginning with the Ominde
Commission in 1964 had the purpose “to formulate a new education policy for Kenya.” 42 In
addition, the “KMF [Kenyan Music Festival] was founded in 1927 by British settlers as a leisure
activity to entertain their families”43 and therefore began with a focus almost entirely on Western
music. That focus changed in the 1950s and 60s when African participants were added to this
event.
Since the time of independence in 1963, several commissions in Kenya had sought to
promote a sense of national culture and unity through the education of their children.
Commissions prior to 1963 sought to help the state of Kenyans but did not seek to promote the
local culture as the British continued their control over education in Kenya. 44 The first
commission after independence, the Ominde Commission, sought to utilize and integrate
indigenous traditions within the curriculum. 45 Cleniece Mbeche Owino and Emily Achieng’
Akuno mention the report’s recommendation of “the use of traditional artistic resources to be
used in schools as teaching and learning resources. This was in the hope that highly trained
musicians could recreate traditional material in ways that could have permanent aesthetic
importance for the African pupils.”46 Perhaps Bunyi stated the purpose of this commission best:

42

Nyaberi, 50.

43

Mukasa Situma Wafula, “Culture, Creativity and Practice: (E)Valuating the Kenya Music Festival as a
Transnational Music Space,” in Music Practices Across Borders, ed. Glaucia Peres da Silva and Konstantin Hondros
(Bielefeld, DE: transcript Verlag, 2019), 65.
44

Nyaberi, 96.

45

Ibid., 51.

46

Cleniece Mbeche Owino and Emily Achieng’ Akuno, “The Place and Application of Music Education
Research in Kenya,” n.d., 6, accessed June 5, 2020, http://research.tukenya.ac.ke/images/abstracts/arts/
6._The_Place_and_Application_of_Music_Education_Research_in_Kenya.pdf.

20

“The Ominde commission…underscored the importance of African music in primary schools in
enhancing a sense of shared cultural heritage.” 47
Subsequent commissions also contributed to the promotion of national unity and culture.
The 1976 National Committee on Education Objectives and Policy, which published the
Gachathi Report, felt the current educational system was geared towards passing exams leaving
little time to teach cultural values. This report advocated for a more practical education that
would teach self-reliance.48 In 1982 the Permanent Presidential Music Commission (PPMC) was
formed to promote quality indigenous music, including in education. This commission also
advocated the use of traditional musicians in schools to help preserve the culture. 49 Another
commission, the Commission of Inquiry into the Education System “perform[ed] the most
intensive and extensive inquiry into the education system.” 50 A result of this extensive study was
the development of the Totally Integrated Quality Education and Training (TIQET) concept.
TIQET sought to integrate all areas of the curriculum (including the arts) and expand the “access
to basic education from eight to twelve years.” 51 All these commissions developed laudable goals
to promote and enhance the Kenyan culture, but unfortunately not all these wonderful goals were
met.52
Another effort that may have helped to promote the culture is the KMF, but opinions are
varied. After their independence from Britain, Kenya continued this festival originally planned
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for the entertainment of the British. The KMF performances spanned two weeks and included
categories “from African, Western, Oriental, and Islamic vocal, instrumental music and dance,
elocution in English, Kiswahili and other African languages, French, German, Arabic and sign
language.”53
The KMF benefitted the music education of the children in Kenya. As evidenced by the
investment of time and finances to achieve the high standards of the festival, this event for
educational institutions was the most popular in Kenya. The popularity was also evidenced by
the separation of the educational groups from noneducational institutions in 1990, creating a
second festival.54 Akuno states, “It [KMF] is therefore a valuable learning experience for
participants,”55 referring to the sharing of songs and interpretations between the different cultures
of Kenya. She also discussed how the ability of this festival to draw the attention of teachers and
administrators encouraged the inclusion of traditional music in schools. In addition, the more
recent policy to hold the festival in different locations within Kenya contributed to the feeling of
unification.56
In contrast to these benefits of the KMF, some perceived negative effects on the music
culture occurred. Akuno, who believed this was a valuable learning experience, also felt this
festival tended to promote the understanding of music without its traditional context. She
continued to explain how the traditional music is now faster and more mechanical due to the
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KMF, changing the music for the worse. 57 Even the traditional music at the festival showed the
continued influence of Western music in the use of Western forms such as medleys and sonata. 58
Beliefs of the benefits of the KMF were clouded by personal opinion. An example of this
is the learning of the performances by rote. Owino and Akuno, in their paper on “The Place and
Application of Music Education Research in Kenya” stated, “The big question is whether
students who participate in this festival gain any music knowledge as a result of their
participation. Evidently, they do not because most of the music they perform is learnt by rote and
in many schools music is not offered as a subject.” 59 A different point of view is presented by
Wafula:
What is more, the intention is for the performers themselves to know, internalize and
practice what they seek to communicate through the special compositions. This brings a
unique dimension of educational philosophy where learners are immersed in art from
which they acquire important novel ideas outside of the mainstream classroom scenario.
In this case, art and performance may be considered as an alternative or complementary
classroom.60
Do performers gain knowledge of music if learning by rote? Owino and Akuna appeared to think
the answer is no: Wafula appeared to believe yes. Before colonization by the British, this is how
children learned the music of their people. It stands to reason learning the songs for performance
by rote for the festival was a viable option to continue and would continue passing on the
indigenous traditions to the children involved.
Another aspect where the benefits of the KMF are unclear is the teaching and learning of
cultural songs. Which is the better way to learn songs of a culture: learning a few songs
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extremely well or learning many songs not as well? In schools where there were no music
classes, groups of children would still work on songs to present at the KMF. The children would
learn a few songs for the purpose of presenting them to judges for the highest scores. To attain
the highest marks each of these songs would be practiced many times until the children were
intimately familiar with them and the songs would not be forgotten. However, the schools that
taught children a larger variety of songs for knowledge’s sake and not just for performing at the
KMF may have given their students a broader understanding of the culture’s music. Whether the
KMF had a positive or negative influence on the music cultural traditions may be up to the
individual, but all could agree that it was influential.
Conclusion
Prior to the arrival of the missionaries and British colonials, the music culture of
indigenous groups in Kenya passed on their traditions orally. Music was not written on paper but
in the hearts and minds of the people. During the Colonial Period the children were removed
from their familial environment where they were learning their culture. These children were
placed within a school building where they were taught Western music and culture and later
returned home not knowing their culture or believing it to be equal to what they were learning in
school. By the time the British left and control of their children’s education was returned to the
Kenyans, Western music was so embedded into the local culture that even fifty years later it still
appears to have precedence over the indigenous music culture in education. A lack of teachers
competent in both Western and Kenyan music complicated the return of focus to their own music
culture. Teachers cannot expect to teach that which they do not know.
Questions about the bi-musical education system in Kenya remain. Are music teachers
given adequate training for them to succeed in passing on the indigenous music cultures? Is their
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focus still primarily Western music or is it turning to focus primarily on Kenyan musics? What
was the desire for the future of Kenyan cultures, how were the people working toward this goal
and were their efforts effective? Answers to these questions were found through a series of
interviews with a variety of Kenyans.
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Chapter Three: Methodology
Understanding how music cultures in Kenya were passed on to their children was
completed through interviews. The preferred interview method was to do these in person, but the
world health situation with the rise of Covid 19 prohibited this option. Thankfully, technology
filled the gap and allowed these interviews to proceed.
Participants in the Study
The participants in this study consisted of six interviewees representing different aspects
of Kenyan culture. One interviewee was a teacher who helped develop the current music
education curriculum for Kenya. Two other interviewees were current teachers, one from an
urban school in Nairobi and the other from a rural school in Gotani. The final three interviewees
were graduates of Kenyan schools: one from a rural school, the second attended urban schools
shortly after Kenyan independence from Britain and the final interviewee was a woman who
spent her seventh through twelfth grade years at a school in Kenya while her parents were
missionaries to a small village near the Kenyan border with Uganda.
Fieldwork Procedures
Due to Covid 19 in the world, this was a qualitative study. Interviews were conducted via
Zoom. A series of two or three interviews with each participant were conducted at one- or twoweek intervals with a couple of single interviews. The main purpose of the first interview was to
establish a relationship and get to know the person. The second interview was the main interview
to understand their opinions on the current music education and culture in Kenya. Finally, the
last interview included both follow up questions to thoughts that arose from the first two
interviews and questions about what the participant saw as the future for cultures in Kenya,
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particularly as they relate to music education. The first and second interviews were combined
with two participants because I already knew the participants and had no need to establish a
relationship. At two participants’ request due to time constraints, one interview was completed
with follow up via email. All the participants were open and friendly therefore this change had
no effect on the findings.
This project took approximately two months. With the time change between the Midwest
United States and Kenya, the realistic goal to complete two to three interviews each week was
set. Once the final interview was completed the final analysis and writing began.
Research Tools
For this study only one research tool was used: the interview. Though it was the only tool
available for use in the current situation with current technology, it was adequate. Being able to
see the interviewee as we talked together helped with more than simply hearing their answers. I
was able to watch facial expressions and reactions to questions as well as body language which
gave additional information. The surroundings where the person was sitting also provided
supplementary insight into the society and culture of which they have chosen to be a member.
Conclusion
At the conclusion of this study, I hoped to see certain results. First and foremost, I wanted
to see that the cultural traditions were continuing to be passed down to the next generation.
Secondly, it would have been wonderful for me as a music teacher to find that the teachers were
able to teach multiple musics and that the students graduated being fluent in both, thereby bimusical. This result would influence how I and others in Western music approach teaching our
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own students. Finally, I had hoped to find if either Kenyan music or Western music must be left
out or had less instruction time, I hoped to find it was the Western.
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Chapter Four: Research Findings
The answers to the questions of cultural traditions continuing to be passed down,
effectiveness of teaching two musics and which music was left out were found using qualitative
measures through interviews performed with five Kenyans and one American who grew up in
Kenya. Three of these people were Kenyan graduates and current teachers in Kenya, one from a
rural village who will be referred to as Maria. 61 She was responsible both for teaching music to
younger primary school students and administration at the school. A second teacher was from a
school in an urban area, referred to as Jeannie, also responsible for teaching music to younger
elementary students and had spent additional time collaborating with other teachers from around
the country. Another teacher, referred to as Traci, who “worked with the ministry of education
through the Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development [KICD] in crafting the new Kenyan
Curriculum CBC – Competency Based Curriculum”62 is currently teaching music in a secondary
school. The three other people interviewed were all graduates of schools in various Kenyan
settings. One began schooling shortly after Kenyan independence from Britain in 1963 in an
urban setting, attending through the university level and now living in the United States, referred
to as Jim. The second graduate attended schools all in rural settings and will be referred to as
Gail. The final graduate interviewed was the child of missionaries from the United States, who
attended a boarding school for missionary children in a rural area for most of her middle school
and high school years. She will be referred to as Alma.
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Fieldwork Procedures
Fieldwork consisted of multiple interviews with these six interviewees via the internet.
Originally three interviews were expected, the first to establish a relationship and gain an
understanding of the background of the individual, the second to understand their view of current
Kenyan music education and how it may be affecting the Kenyan culture and finally, to
understand their views and desires for the anticipated future of Kenyan music education and its
influence on the Kenyan culture. In two cases I was able to combine the first two interviews
because of the existence of a previous relationship. The final two interviewees requested a single
interview due to work time constraints, which was accommodated with follow up questions
performed via email. At no time did the combining of interviews affect or influence the
responses from those being interviewed.
Passing of Cultural Traditions
As the interviews proceeded, of highest importance was finding out if the Kenyan
cultural traditions were continuing to be passed down to the next generations. This could be
answered with a cautionary yes from all the graduates, including Alma who spent most of her life
in the United States and Jim who moved to the United States after completing his university
degree.
Jim intellectually understood and appreciated Western music, but the Kenyan songs were
what fed his soul. Being so closely tied to his culture is what brought him back to Kenya for at
least three weeks every year to stay in touch with his roots and with current issues in Kenya. He
stated “Music has to be part and integral of the very fiber of your understanding about the
meaning of life”63 and “in most cases, the most emotional song is not the one that you sing to the
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tune about heaven or Mozart. It is a song that a famous composer has composed for the [Kenyan]
community and it conjures a certain narrative in the minds of those people to celebrate the life of
that person.”64 Though he lived longer in the United States than in Kenya, Kenyan music was
still what stirred and nourished his soul.
Her statement “I grew up in Kenya and its music still lives in me”65 perfectly summarized
Alma’s interaction with the Kenyan culture. She lived in Kenya for the last six years of her
schooling, attending a school for children of missionaries for four and one-half of those years.
Before moving to Kenya and while at the mission school she was taught Western music, but it
was the time spent in the village with her parents where she was so impacted by the Kenyan
music culture that it still affects her more than 25 years later. Where she noticed it the most as an
adult was in church: she greatly desired the accompaniment of drums and without even realizing
it, danced while she was singing.
Perhaps the most significant evidence came from Gail. She never had formal music
instruction in school and was taught – and believed – it was good to be more British. Despite
those aspects of her schooling, she was able to give detailed accounts of her tribe’s cultural
celebrations such as weddings, births and circumcision with expressions of great joy and
happiness, including all the music present at those events. Though she had seen some changes in
the music at these celebrations – mainly with the accompanying instruments – she saw it as a
natural, good change in the culture.
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Similar in thought was Maria, who did learn about Western music in school but not
“practically…because there [were] no instruments.”66 She often used the term practically which
I learned meant hands-on learning. Maria explained most of what was learned about Western
music in Kenya, at least in her experience, was through pictures and words because purchasing
Western instruments was expensive. Like Gail, she was able to describe in detail her tribe’s
cultural events and later, when asked where she believed children were learning their culture,
stated, “Mostly they learn their culture from home.” 67
Jeannie was also very affirming that Kenyan culture continued to be passed to the next
generation. She personally identified closely with her Kenyan heritage, though she also loved
Western music. The way she spoke of her personal experience with music education was almost
identical to Jim: having little or no music lessons before her years at the university, knowing
both Kenyan and Western music but with the Kenyan music feeding her soul.
As a teacher, Jeannie had classrooms with children representing easily more than ten
tribes. In describing her classroom teaching experience, she stated, “When they go back home,
everybody goes back to his own family…back to their culture. But when they go out to sing you
find that even a child from a different community can sing or even dance better than a person of
the same community…It’s about interest and how they appreciate one another.” 68 She found that
the children know and identify with the culture of their family but were also very interested in
learning about other cultures, both Kenyan and Western, and were able to learn them easily.
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The cautionary yes came from the interview with Traci. She taught high school students a
curriculum set by the government which was heavier towards the Western music. Though the
students knew their culture and were “expected to perform either a traditional folk song or a
traditional folk dance”69 to pass their examination, she found that “most of the children opt for
Western music after high school.”70 However, she believed “now it’s an area that may change
because of the new system…so [the] learners may eventually pick it up because of the new
market that is coming up,”71 meaning more careers would be available for those interested in
traditional Kenyan music. Additionally, music was considered a core subject with the
Competency Based Curriculum (CBC) so all students would learn more traditional Kenyan
music. The new curriculum is already having an effect as “more schools are introducing the
subject…they would rather have a teacher right away than waiting for the time when it’s
implemented in high school.”72
Teaching Bi-Musicality
The question of teaching or being taught multiple musics – bi-musicality – revealed four
relevant thoughts. First, over half the interviewees received little or no music education in
school. Second, a discrepancy between rural and urban music education existed. Third, the
Kenyan perspective towards teaching music differed from that of the American educational
system. Finally, certain aspects of Western music helped promote and preserve Kenyan music.
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The situation of not being taught any music in school was revealed by Gail. As
previously discovered in the research there was a time when children were not taught music in
schools because there was no future in it. Music lessons were viewed as wasted time. Gail stated,
“We were taught only to go to careers,” 73 meaning the lessons included in the curriculum were
geared towards what occupations would be available when they graduated. In addition, music
was not on the exams; so, it was not needed in the curriculum. Jim had the same explanation why
he was not taught much music in school – it was not on the test so there was no need to study it
in school. Another explanation given by both Jim and Jeannie why certain schools did not
include music in the curriculum was the existence of schools specifically geared towards music.
If a student was interested in music, he/she would simply attend the school that specialized in
music. That left other schools free to exclude music from their curriculum. In Traci’s experience,
she “didn’t have a [music] teacher throughout, so most of the music [she] learned was selftaught.”74
A discrepancy regarding available materials was found between rural and urban schools.
According to Gail, the town schools were better able to teach the Western music culture because
of easier access to the instruments. She included that learning the Kenyan instruments was easy
for the students because of their familiarity; even young children had seen many or most of those
instruments. Jeannie and Maria corroborated this thought as they spoke of teaching the
instruments in the classroom. With the necessary supplies, both women were finding it easy and
enjoyable teaching the new music curriculum. However, Maria stated that though the syllabus
was easy to follow and there was plenty of time to teach both Kenyan and Western music, not
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having the instruments available to show and try leaves the lesson feeling incomplete. An
example she gave was “You learn about the keyboard, but not practically,” meaning she could
show pictures and talk about it, but the children were not able to see it, touch it or hear it live.
According to Piaget’s Theory of Cognitive Development, the best way for children at the lower
elementary level to learn is to have concrete experiences such as touching and playing an actual
keyboard.
Teaching in an urban setting, Jeannie spoke with excitement about the children’s
reactions to learning the recorder and the Western band and orchestra instruments available to
the students in middle and secondary schools. Traci’s school in the city had a few instruments,
but most often the children were able to purchase their own instruments. All three teachers were
excited for the future when more Kenyans would be well trained in both Kenyan and Western
music.
An unexpected thought began emerging as the interviews progressed: the purpose of
music education in Kenya was to explore and learn about different music. Having grown up in a
Western music society and teaching in the same culture, the purpose of music education was
understood to train children to be competent in reading and performing different styles of
Western music. Seldom was a music culture or even a song outside of Western music studied.
This differed from the current Kenyan curriculum. Alma stated “[Kenyans] are very excited and
interested about [learning Western music along with Kenyan music],” 75 a sentiment shared by
Jeannie. School was the perfect place to learn about music from other cultures. Current Kenyan
music curriculum included learning about Western music alongside Kenyan music and with the
Kenyan Music Festival the children were exposed to other cultures as well. An example of how
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this was accomplished comes from Maria, who described teaching all instruments together using
pictures, explaining to the children which ones come from different Kenyan tribes and which
come from Western music. Jeannie’s classroom experience mentioned previously, where the
children learned their culture at home and then shared it with their classmates, also shows how
school is an ideal setting in which to learn about other cultures.
The final thought on teaching multiple musics that was revealed through the interview
with Traci was the benefits of Western music to Kenyan music. Western music had many more
well-pitched melody instruments, better ways to record the music and the history of selling
music to others both to share the music and make a living. Most significant was the notation of
Western music as compared to the Kenyan oral tradition. Traci saw those features of Western
music as helpful to the continuation of Kenyan music. She stated, “You cannot do it without
Western music…our African music was transmitted orally, verbally. But then it becomes very
distorted. If say in the ‘90’s, if I listen to them right now, they have totally been distorted. But
now if I store them in storage devices and they are notated, then it’s going to be uniform for
everyone who tries to learn.”76
What is Left Out
The final research question regarding which music was receiving more instruction time in
the classroom yielded some unexpected results. It was anticipated that Western music would
receive less instruction time and in some experiences it was, in others it was not, but it may not
even be relevant. When speaking with the Kenyans they often spoke of music lessons – the term
used when referring to structured music classes in school. This term was clearly intended to be
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distinct from music or culture as it was never used when speaking of learning their family’s
traditional music or cultural events.
With the distinction between music and music lessons, what music is left out of school
music classes may be inconsequential. From the interviews it was clear that music is equal to the
music culture of Kenya and is viewed as that which is passed down from parent to child in the
home and is also that which is sung throughout the day at school (other than during structured
music class time). Music lessons is what is covered during music classes in school. It does
include Kenyan music but also music from other cultures. According to those interviewed the
children understand the difference between their own music culture (music) and what they study
in their music classes (music lessons) at school. Because of this distinction, the amount and type
of music studied in music lessons may have less significance than first assumed.
In Jeannie and Jim’s experience, the music they did participate in throughout their
schooling, though not in the form of lessons, was primarily Kenyan. Jim attributed this to the
interests of the teacher and to the fact that music was not included in the examinations. It was in
his secondary school and university years that he learned more about Western music. With the
new curriculum focus on Kenyan music in the early educational years, Jeannie’s current lessons
focus more on Kenyan than Western music.
Two interviewees experienced more Western music in education, but for quite different
reasons. Alma experienced more Western music because of attending a school for missionary
children where the purpose was to give them a Western cultural experience. In her current
teaching, Maria needed to “spend more time on Western because you now have to teach them for
them to understand much better,”77 meaning she needs to spend more time with Western music
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because it was not as familiar as Kenyan music. Traci felt she was spending more time teaching
Western music but was hoping for more of a balance between Western and Kenyan with the new
curriculum, believing this would help foster interest in traditional music.
The inclusion of both Kenyan and Western music in equal amounts was true for two of
those interviewed. Whether or not music lessons were offered at the school, Gail and Maria both
stated the amount of Kenyan music and Western music they experienced throughout their
schooling in Kenya was approximately equal over time. When discussing the new music
curriculum, Jeannie explained how the first few years in school the music is primarily Kenyan
but in the higher grades the children gradually begin learning more about Western music. By the
time a child graduates secondary school they are expected to have a complete knowledge of both
Kenyan and Western music.
The Kenyan Music Curriculum
One topic that was often brought up in the interviews concerned the new Kenyan music
curriculum, currently through Grade Four, 78 that is being developed at the time of this study. All
four of the interviewees who discussed this topic spoke highly of the new curriculum and were
optimistic it would be beneficial to the culture. Speaking of her high school students’ options for
a career in music and the prospect of a career in specifically Kenyan music, Traci stated,
Most of them…opt to study and play Western instruments. But now it’s an area that may
change because of the new system…The market is now bringing itself out...there would
be available jobs. It’s going to be a nice, nice thing. Currently our subject, unfortunately,
if you come to any Kenyan city, they call, a subject like music is referred to as a small
subject. You get that, and they call it optional. But now with CBC it is a core subject to
be tested. And even currently the number of students picking the subject has increased.
More learners are tending to pick. And more schools are introducing the subject, even
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those who had dropped. They would rather have a teacher right away than waiting for the
time when it’s implemented in high school.79
In Traci’s experience, the new CBC which includes the new music curriculum is already
positively affecting the music education of students in Kenyan schools.
The interviewees understood and the curriculum reinforced that the music lessons in the
first six years of school, Pre-Primary 1 through Grade Four, are to focus predominantly on the
Kenyan cultures. This curriculum was summarized well by Jeannie: “They start with the African,
the ones that the children are familiar with, like the traditional African music, the instruments
that are played… [The Grade Four book] has been arranged from known to not known.” 80
Jeannie was not the only one who appreciated the focus of this new music curriculum for the
younger children on the local cultures. Maria appreciated the new curriculum believing that
“those that are musicians will specialize in it [and] it will help them better than the curriculum
that was there before,”81 indicating that the children would be getting a better foundation of the
music cultures found in Kenya, subsequently helping preserve the culture for future generations.
The new music curriculum has four main categories of study, termed strands:
Performing, Listening and Responding, Musical Rhythm, and Creating/Composing with subcategories of each. This framework is similar to the most recent music curriculum in the United
States created by the National Association for Music Educators (NAfME) in 2014. In the
NAfME curriculum the main areas of study are Performing, Responding, Creating, and
Connecting, also with sub-categories of each. 82 Evidence of the strength of the Kenyan culture in
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the new Kenyan curriculum is the inclusion of Musical Rhythm, a prominent feature of African
music. The rhythm category was first listed as a separate strand but then was moved to a subcategory of Performing at the Pre-Primary 2 level and then to the Creating/Composing strand in
grades one through four. Because of its significance in the Kenyan culture, it is included here as
the separate category listed in the Pre-Primary 1 curriculum.
The category of performing includes the most activities and shows strong evidence that
the curriculum is meant to promote the Kenyan cultures. From the youngest age, the music
lessons are to include singing games and instruments from the local cultures. Jeannie shared that
her classrooms easily include children from ten different tribes. Each of these tribes have
different games and instruments and the children are asked to share one with the class. Jeannie
found the children are so excited to share and learn “that even a child from a different
community [could] sing or even dance better than a person of the same community.” 83 In her
experience, the curriculum is working to build interest and knowledge of the Kenyan cultures.
The Performing category also includes dance beginning in the second year. This is also a
dominant feature of the Kenyan culture, perhaps expressed best by Alma who, years after
moving back to the United States from Kenya, continues to dance while singing in church
“because in [Kenya] you just move…you don’t know how to sing and stand still.” 84 When using
the term music in the interviews, those being interviewed clearly considered bodily movement
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part of the term. The only evidence of Western influence that is included in this category is the
teaching of the recorder to fourth grade students.
Listening and Responding is focused on the child and their response to music as opposed
to the other categories which are concerned with the actual production of music. These activities
involve developing auditory skills, being able to imitate sounds that are heard, and expressing
opinions about the music that is heard. In addition, activities are clearly included for the purposes
of cultural awareness and promotion. These activities involved relating specific songs to their
events, learning to respond appropriately to music that is heard, and learning about other
cultures.
Distinguishing the Kenyan from the NAfME curriculum is the strand of Musical Rhythm.
Percussive instruments and complex rhythms have always been a prominent feature in Kenyan
music. Alma noted how drums are used to communicate because they can be heard over a long
distance and how it continues to be the sound of the drums that she misses the most from her
time in Kenya.85 Children are expected to begin creating their own rhythms beginning in their
first year of school. The emphasis on musical rhythms in school music lessons is another area in
which the school will continue reinforcing the Kenyan culture.
The category of Creating and Composing is the final similarity between the Kenyan
curriculum and the NAfME curriculum. However, when looking at the activities the children are
to engage in, the focus clearly continues to be on Kenyan culture. An example of this comes
from the Grade One section on Creating/Composing music. One of the expected learning
outcomes, point d, expects that children will be able to improvise percussion instruments from
items in their environment. Traditionally, creating instruments from materials in the environment
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was how they were made. Continuing this practice in the lower primary grades further connects
the children with their cultural heritage. The inclusion of the British terms crotchet and quaver
and the solfeg terms do, re, mi were the only occurrences of Western music influence in this
strand.
Summary
Understanding the current state of Kenyan music education was accomplished through
the interviews and a follow up study of the current Kenyan CBC (Pre-Primary 1 through Grade
Four). This led to comprehending the effect of teaching bi-musicality and what Kenyans believe
is the current and possible future of their culture.
Of utmost importance in this research was finding out if the different music cultures of
Kenya were being transmitted to the next generation or if the Kenyan culture was disappearing in
favor of the Western culture. The various people that were interviewed were all able to show
through their words and expressions that the Kenyan culture is still very much present both in
Kenya and in the lives of those who formerly lived in Kenya.
The presence of the Kenyan culture was recognized in different ways. With Maria and
Gail it was most clearly seen in their vivid descriptions of cultural activities in which they
continued to participate. As teachers of young children, Maria and Jeannie both spoke of how the
children learned their own culture at home and then were able to share it with their peers at
school. With the natural curiosity and learning ability of children, the children were able to easily
learn and perform songs and dances of tribes other than their own. School was seen as the perfect
setting for this transfer of knowledge. The two interviewees who no longer live in Kenya showed
their depth of connection to the Kenyan culture through the emotions exhibited when speaking of
their experiences in Kenya and how its music continued to affect them.
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However, the interview with Traci showed a difference in her work with secondary
students. These students were learning more about Western music and as a result most of her
students were choosing to continue participating in that music culture, at least in the city where
she lives. If this continues, she believed there would be a real possibility of the Kenyan culture
diminishing. Traci was hopeful that the new curriculum would place equal emphasis on Kenyan
and Western music, which she believed would change this outcome.
Kenyan music education has shown that children can graduate from secondary school
with the ability to competently participate in more than one music culture, thereby being bimusical. Interviewees talked of lessons in school as the place where children can explore and
learn including other music cultures. By the time a student graduates, they have the music culture
from their home and family and have also learned about other Kenyan cultures and Western
culture. Those from rural areas believed children who lived in the urban areas learned more
about the Western culture because of the practical lessons on available Western instruments as
compared to students in rural areas with limited or no access to the same instruments. A benefit
of learning Western music alongside Kenyan music was seen in the ability to notate and preserve
Kenyan music and providing additional melodic instruments. Some interviewees learned both
Kenyan and Western music on their own through its presence in their culture but believed that
the new music curriculum being implemented meant that all students will be learning these
music cultures in school.
Learning which music had been left out of lessons gave insight into the priorities of
Kenyans. In some experiences Western music had been omitted, showing the importance of
continuing the Kenyan culture. Others’ experiences exhibited the lasting British influence on
education with the emphasis on Western music. Finally, those whose school years included both
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Kenyan and Western music showed the desire of those in music education to continue Kenyan
culture while accepting the benefits and permanence of Western music within the Kenyan
culture.
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Chapter Five: Conclusions
Kenyans love their culture. Evidence of this was found in the way faces would light up
when describing cultural events or sharing about the CBC and what it would do for the cultural
future of the country. The love was heard as Jim spoke of what the music does for his soul. It
was evident in the concern Traci showed for the number of secondary graduates who were
choosing Western over their own Kenyan music. It was clear there was a strong desire for their
culture to continue.
The impact British colonization had on Kenya will be a lasting effect. However, recent
changes to the curriculum by the KICD were viewed by Kenyans working in education as
beneficial to restoring and promoting local Kenyan culture. At the beginning of the Grade Four
music curriculum, the KICD included an “Essence Statement.” In this statement were the words
“Music offers learners enjoyable and purposeful experiences through singing, playing
instruments, moving to and creating music which will enable the learner to acquire music skills
as well as cultural knowledge [emphasis added].”86 This statement confirms the KICD is
planning the music curriculum to encourage the culture.
Becoming aware and understanding the difference between Kenyan and Western music
education is key in understanding the results of this research. Western music education is
primarily focused on Western music while Kenyan music education explores other music
cultures. Though what was taught in school was found to be influential, especially at the
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secondary level, all those interviewed had chosen the culture that they encountered in their own
homes, regardless of the amount of time spent there versus at school.
Conclusions
The goal of this research was to understand if and how teaching two different music
cultures in the music classroom worked and if the inclusion of Western music was an irrevocable
impact of colonization on the Kenyan culture. The results show not only the strength and
resiliency of the Kenyan culture but also the permanence of Western music in Kenyan culture.
Despite going through a period of cultural suppression where many Kenyans believed
their culture was inferior to Western, they continued to participate in their own traditions. If, as a
national committee reported, “as a result of colonial education Kenyans had abandoned their
traditions in favor of Western cultural values,” 87 how would Kenyans today be familiar with
traditional songs and cultural events? Some of the culture survived. As the teachers stated, the
children continued to learn their culture at home. Kenyans adapted their traditions with new
instruments and to fit new beliefs, yet they desire to continue including Western music in schools
seeing the positive impact it could have on their own culture. Though culture was taught at
home, the music classroom is also viewed as a place for learning not only one’s own culture but
also for exploring others.
The Kenyan culture is strong, yet it does not appear it will ever be able to eliminate
Western music from its schools or that its inclusion is no longer desired. However, balance
between Kenyan and Western music continues to be problematic as Western music is still
receiving more attention in secondary schools. Traci and other music teachers are recommending
that the emphasis change to focus more on Kenyan music when the CBC is completed through
87
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the secondary level and are hopeful their voices will be heard. This imbalance is perhaps due to a
continued mentality from the time of British occupation, mentioned by Akuno, that Kenyan
music is seen as secondary to Western music. 88 Steps such as including a traditional Kenyan
performance as part of the school examinations and a new music curriculum for all students have
been taken to change this mentality. Regardless, Western music will apparently continue being
included in Kenyan curriculum. The students have adapted and graduate being fluent in both
Kenyan and Western music.
Recommendations
As a result of this research, I have three recommendations: one concerning future
research possibilities, one for Kenyans, and one for other countries. Comparing statistics of the
cultural choice of current graduates with the choice of graduates once Kenya has fully
implemented their Competency Based Curriculum would be beneficial for Kenya. Doing so
would give those concerned with promoting Kenyan culture information on the benefits and
detriments related to the amount of Western music included in their curriculum. Another study
focused on what effect exposure to a variety of different cultural music might have on tolerance
of people from other cultures could prove helpful to groups both within Kenya and in other
countries.
I would like to advocate and encourage Kenyans to keep their music culture alive,
understanding that all cultures develop and change over time with new experiences. Like all
cultures, theirs should be treasured and not believed as less than another because of erroneous
thoughts and beliefs of people who lived over one hundred years ago. The new music
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curriculum, providing Kenyan music is at least equal to Western in secondary school, will help
continue these traditions and foster a sense of pride in students’ own culture.
The more significant recommendation applies to other cultures, including Western, who
can learn from the Kenyan example. As is seen in Kenya, one’s own culture can be learned at
home and the early years at school and then in later primary and secondary schools the music
classroom can also be used as a place for children to learn about other cultures. Many schools
already have multiple cultures represented, and music can be used to foster tolerance and
understanding between the cultures represented and others around the globe. Doing this in
Western societies would demonstrate to others such as Kenyans that even Westerners can see
various cultures as being equal.
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Appendices
Interview Questions
Graduates
Interview 1 establish background
1. Introduce both and ask for permission to record (include question about using name or simply
an identification letter – “subject A”); introduce the project
2. Can you tell me about your years growing up, especially as they relate to your education and
music culture?
*Where/when did you receive your education? City or rural area? Favorite subjects?
*Were you living at home at the time? (vs. boarding school situation)
*Home life?
3. What do you currently do?
Job and how are you involved in cultural activities
4. What is your current home situation?
*Where do you live?
*Married?
*Children?
5. Other follow up questions.

Interview 2 their view of current music education/way of transmitting culture to the next
generation
1. Welcome back and permission to record. Any follow up questions from last time.
2. Personal school music experience
*Review what was mentioned before
*What type(s) of music did you learn about in school? Percentage? Did you learn about
any music cultures outside of school? Yes – where and can you describe that
experience?
*What music culture (Kenyan or Western) do you personally identify with more?
*Where did you learn about this culture? Who from?
*Would you say this chosen culture is the same as your ethnicity? No – do you know the
music culture of your ethnicity?
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3. Would you say your experience is typical or unique? What leads you to that answer?
4. Do you know of anything that has changed in music education (both in school and outside of
school) in Kenya since you have graduated? Explain.
Interview 3 what they see as the future, what is desired for the future of music education in
Kenya
1. Welcome back and permission to record. Any follow up questions from last time.
2. What do you believe music education will be like in 10 or 20 years? Same as your experience
or different? Explain.
3. Is this what you would like music education in Kenya to look like? Explain.
If children: is this what you would like for your children?
4. Thank you for your time and for helping me understand Kenyan music education.
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Teachers (1 city, 1 rural)
Interview 1 establish background
1. Introduce both (mention if this is a teacher in city or rural) and ask for permission to record
(include question about using name or simply an identification letter – “subject A”);
introduce the project
2. Can you tell me about your years growing up, especially as they relate to your education and
music culture?
*Where/when did you receive your education?
*Was this school(s) in a city or rural area?
*Were you living at home at the time? (vs. boarding school situation)
*Home life?
*Favorite subjects?
3. What do you currently teach?
*Tasked with teaching music?
*Any outside cultural activity teaching or participation?
4. What is your current home situation?
*Married?
*Children?
5. Other follow up questions.

Interview 2 their view of current music education/way of transmitting culture to the next
generation
1. Welcome back and permission to record. Any follow up questions from last time.
2. What is expected vs. actually taught (not counting 2020)
*What do you understand is expected/included in the curriculum for teaching music?
*Percentages of time on Kenyan vs. Western musics expected vs. actual
*Your opinion?
*If there is a difference between expected/actual: What is the reason(s) for the difference
between what you are expected to teach and what you actually teach?
3. Cultural representation
*What ethnicities are represented in your classroom? (keep it to Kenyan/Western)
*Do your students identify with their ethnicity’s music? If not, which do they identify
with? (generalize)
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*Where do you believe they learn about this culture?
4. Would you say your experience as a teacher is typical or unique? What leads you to that
answer?

Interview 3 what they see as the future, what is desired for the future of music education in
Kenya
1. Welcome back and permission to record. Any follow up questions from last time.
2. What do you believe music education will be like in 10 or 20 years? Is this the same as your
own school experience? Explain. Is this the same as the current situation? Explain.
3. Is this what you would like music education in Kenya to look like? Explain. If they have
children: what cultural future do you want for your children? Do you believe this will
happen?
4. Thank you for your time and for helping me understand Kenyan music education.
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Government Representative / Someone who has worked with the Kenyan Government in Music
and/or Culture
Interview 1 establish background
1. Introduce both of us and ask for permission to record (include question about using name or
simply an identification letter – “subject A”); introduce the project
2. Can you tell me about your years growing up, especially as they relate to your education and
music culture?
*Where/when did you receive your education?
*Was this school(s) in a city or rural area?
*Were you living at home at the time? (vs. boarding school situation)
*Home life?
*Favorite subjects?
3. What is your current position?
Job and how are you involved in cultural activities
4. What is your current home situation?
*Where do you live?
*Married?
*Children?
5. Other follow up questions.

Interview 2 their view of current music education/way of transmitting culture to the next
generation
1. Welcome back and permission to record. Any follow up questions from last time.
2. What do you expect graduates of your school system to know about music and cultures? Do
you believe this is happening? Why or why not?
3. Do you believe the above to be the same in both cities and rural areas, or different? Explain.
4. What major changes in music education (both in school and outside of school) have you seen
in Kenya? Explain.
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Interview 3 what they see as the future, what is desired for the future of music education in
Kenya
1. Welcome back and permission to record. Any follow up questions from last time.
2. What do you believe music education will be like in 10 or 20 years? Same as current
experience or different? Explain.
3. Is this what you would like music education in Kenya to look like? Explain.
If children: is this what you would like for your children?
4. Thank you for your time and for helping me understand Kenyan music education.
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Permission for Table 2.1. Percentage of Teachers Responses to FCAT Questionnaire
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